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Introduction
Assessment in higher education is at the foreground of much contemporary research, policy and discussion in the sector, resulting from a general dissatisfaction with assessment and feedback, both on the part of students and teachers (Nicol 2010) . As a consequence, there have been considerable attempts to reshape the assessment and feedback landscape, both from a theoretical and practical perspective. This has led to a greater emphasis upon formative, assessment for learning (Sambell, McDowell, and Montgomery 2013) and learning-oriented assessment (Carless 2015) . However, in order to change and enhance current assessment practices, more needs to be known about the ways in which academics understand assessment, and the relationship between their thinking and their assessment practices, but such research is still rare. This is the gap the present study aims to address.
Literature review

Models of assessment
Assessment is well theorised, whilst debates are still ongoing. Since the seminal paper by Sadler (1989) on formative assessment in higher education, there has been extensive writing about assessment and
Link between understanding and practice
Based on empirical studies of approaches to university teaching (e.g. Trigwell and Prosser 1996) , a unidirectional influence of thinking upon practice has been assumed for many years. However, contextual and methodological limitations of these studies have been pointed out (Kane, Sandretto, and Heath 2002) , and results from interventions have been equivocal (Ho, Watkins, and Kelly 2001) . Several authors have questioned the direction of the relationship, and suggested that a change in practice may equally act as a catalyst for a shift in attitude or conception (Devlin 2006; eley 2006; Sadler 2012) . Based on empirical studies of lecturers' reflection on observed teaching situations, McAlpine et al. (2006) capture the complex and nonlinear relationship between abstract conceptions and context-specific action in four 'zones' of teacher thinking, located on a continuum of specificity. Although such ideas have been widely discussed in relation to teaching, relatively little is known empirically about whether and how they may apply to assessment. Samuelowicz and Bain's (2002) research on assessment echoes some of the early findings on the relationship between understandings of and approaches to teaching. Their study showed that academics with a view of teaching as information transmission also believed that assessment should test the retention of facts, and reported corresponding assessment practices. on the other hand, academics who considered teaching as helping students to construct understanding focused on integrating assessment with teaching, and using feedback to improve understanding and challenge misunderstandings. The latter understanding of assessment has strong resonances with the notion of assessment for learning.
A number of interview-based studies have confirmed the existence of contrasting beliefs/conceptions of assessment. In Watkins, Dahlin, and ekholm's (2005) research, which focused on university teachers' conceptions of the backwash effect of assessment, one key dimension in which conceptions varied was the way in which the relationship between teaching and assessment was understood. A key distinction was between an 'external' relationship with assessment being regarded as end-point testing separate from teaching, and an 'internal' relationship where teaching and assessment are regarded as overlapping and interacting, which is akin to assessment for learning. Postareff et al. (2012) similarly found different conceptions of assessment, and labelled these as 'reproductive' and 'transformational' . These involved assessment as measuring, on the one hand, whether students could correctly repeat information and, on the other hand, students' thinking processes. In their research, a reproductive conception was highly consistent with 'more traditional' assessment practices such as pen and paper examinations, whilst a transformational conception was consistent with 'alternative practices' that support student learning rather than testing knowledge. Whilst their study showed a strong relationship between conceptions and reported practices, it also identified a few instances of incongruence between conception and practice. However, little is known about the exact nature of what was termed 'alternative practices' and details of the ways in which practices were affected by variations in conceptions.
offerdahl and Tomanek's (2011) longitudinal study paints a more complex picture of the relationship between thinking and practice in relation to assessment. They report that thinking about assessment became more sophisticated through practical experimentation with formative assessment strategies, but such revised thinking did not necessarily lead to changes in subsequent practice. Boyd and Bloxham's (2013) recent critique of the way in which the relationship between theory and practice is commonly represented is of specific relevance to assessment. Based on their research of university teachers learning to grade student work, they examine the metaphor of the 'gap' between theory and practice, and argue that abstract knowledge on the one hand and practical, socially situated ways of working on the other are closely integrated. They propose a conceptualisation of professional learning as 'interplay' between vertical public knowledge, such as the knowledge encapsulated in assessment policy and theories of assessment, and horizontal practical wisdom, as enacted for instance in the holistic and instinctive actions involved in marking. Participation in assessment-related activities, and the creation and negotiation of artefacts such as marking grids involve both the codification of practical wisdom as well as the mediation of public knowledge.
It has also been suggested that conceptions of assessment may be context-dependent (Samuelowicz and Bain 2002; Watkins, Dahlin, and ekholm 2005; Postareff et al. 2012) . This is in line with McAlpine et al. (2006) , who stress the crucial role of context-based knowledge for teaching, and Marton and Pong (2005) , who found that individuals could hold more than one conception for the same phenomenon. They also discuss the range of labels that have been used to denote 'different ways of understanding ' (ibid., 335) , and the slight variation in meaning implied by each label. This also applies to the assessment specific studies reviewed. For instance, Samuelowicz and Bain's (2002) study focuses on 'orientations to assessment practice' , Postareff et al. (2012) examine 'conceptions of assessment ' and offerdahl and Tomanek (2011) talk about 'assessment thinking' . In the present study, we refer to understanding of or thinking about assessment, deliberately using broad and generic terms.
The review of the literature has highlighted that, in general, understandings of assessment show variation, and this has some similarities with the variation found in understandings of teaching. In addition, certain understandings of assessment appear to be closely aligned to certain assessment practices. However, there is a degree of uncertainty about the precise nature of the relationship between understandings of assessment and assessment practices, particularly in terms of the direction of this relationship and contextual variation. Recently, there has been a line of research into assessment practices in context, using in-depth, fine-grained approaches with small numbers of participants (Carless 2015) . The present study aims to contribute to this line of research by investigating the ways in which higher education staff think about and practise assessment, and the relationship between understandings and practices.
Methodology, design and methods
Interviews are a relatively common method in studies of conceptions of teaching and assessment (e.g. Prosser, Trigwell, and Taylor 1994; Samuelowicz and Bain 2002), most notably in phenomenographic research, but the limitations of such data have been foregrounded by several authors. The main issue is how representative language, in the form of interview accounts, is of an individual's everyday experiences (Säljö 1997) , and there is some suggestion that this connection may not always be particularly strong. Thus, a study specific to teaching in higher education exhibited significant disjunction between conceptions described during interview and claimed educational practices (Murray and MacDonald 1997) . Argyris and Schön's (1974) differentiation between theory-in-use and espoused theory also provides support for a potential lack of relationship between experience and descriptions.
Most of the assessment specific studies reviewed were based on interview data, and it could be argued that their findings may be an artefact of the method. Supplementing interview data with data generated through alternative methods should, therefore, shed further light on the research questions. Thus, a key issue in the design of this research was how to best gain insights into the way in which staff thought about assessment and their assessment practices. Concept mapping offered a potentially fruitful approach to alleviating some of the limitations of using interview accounts in isolation. A concept map consists of concept labels, which are arranged hierarchically linked by labelled lines that make the relationship between concepts explicit, thus creating propositions (Novak and Cañas 2008) . The concept mapping approach has previously been used in research and teaching in all sectors of education, including higher education, for the purpose of making tacit and abstract knowledge visible and assessing conceptual development over time (Hay 2007; Hay, Kinchin, and lygo-Baker 2008) . However, due to the active construction process that is involved in creating a map, and the nature of the knowledge represented in the map changing through the process of constructing it, concept maps should not be considered to simply provide a 'window to the mind' . We have, therefore, experimented with dialogic concept mapping (Hay 2008) , which allowed individuals to construct and clarify their understanding during the data collection process.
Staff development workshops exploring personal understanding of assessment and assessment practices, and introducing participants to concept mapping, were widely advertised in two uK universities. Prior to the workshops participants were provided with information about the option to take part in the research project. The workshops guided participants through the development of their own concept map, and facilitated a discussion of each other's personal understandings of assessment in higher education and assessment practices. Participants were asked to bring 'assessment artefacts' (i.e. self-selected representations of their assessment practice) to the workshop and incorporate these into their concept map as examples for specific concepts, using labels of a different colour.
ethical approval for the study had been obtained at both institutions and, out of approximately 20 workshop participants, nine volunteered to participate. The broad subject areas represented in the sample included health, business, psychology and education, and staff with a variety of roles and levels of experience. Seven out of the nine had been working in higher education for more than five years, and all had current experience of designing assessment and assessing student work. For research participants only, the workshop was followed by a one-to-one semi-structured interview. Interviewees were asked to talk through their map and prompted to explain labels and propositions. The second part of the interview focused on examples of their practices, asking them to discuss the artefact they had brought and practice labels on the map, and finally there were questions about the influences upon thinking and practice and their experience of the concept mapping activity.
Participants were encouraged to amend their map both before and during the interview, and were later on provided with a photograph of their map. The interviews were approximately 1 h in duration and subsequently transcribed. The integration of a variety of methods aimed to triangulate and gain multiple perspectives on personal understanding to address the limitations of previous research, make participants' practices visible and enable a focus on the relationship between thinking and practice.
Data analysis
The data were analysed in a broadly interpretivist, qualitative and iterative manner, immersing ourselves in the maps and artefacts, reading and re-reading the interview transcripts, and considering each participant in turn. using the models of assessment discussed as an analytical framework, each type of data was initially examined in its own right. Both researchers provided independent accounts of the data first, which in a second step were discussed in order to reach agreement on shared interpretations. The maps were analysed in terms of overall structure (e.g. whether they contained features such as clearly consisting of two halves), key oppositions incorporated into the map (e.g. formativesummative, assessment for learning -assessment of learning), concepts located towards the top of the hierarchy and concepts with a high number of attached link lines. Where relevant, we have referred to these structural features in the findings section, and selected excerpts from maps have been included for illustration purposes.
Conventionally, concept maps have been analysed quantitatively through comparison with expert maps, awarding scores for concepts, link lines and propositions. Kinchin and Hay (2000) developed an alternative qualitative method of describing maps, where they distinguished between 'spoke' , 'chain' and 'net' structures as representing different levels of complexity. However, as has been discovered by other authors (e.g. liu and Hinchey 1996), our maps varied considerably in complexity, structure and propositional content, and some maps resembled hybrids between mind maps and concept maps (Davies 2011) , due to link lines not always being labelled. Since the analysis needed to take account of the dialogic process and the relationship between the data, maps, artefacts and interviews were considered in close conjunction with each other. The interviews increasingly came to the fore as they illuminated the thinking behind the maps, and shed further light on the personal understandings and practices encapsulated in maps and artefacts. Interviews were analysed thematically, and particular attention was devoted to verbal explanations of specific elements of the maps and of concepts that were emphasised as important or discussed at considerable length. Taking account of all the data, meaning was condensed by capturing the essence of personal understanding and of practices in vignettes for all participants.
Findings
Contrasting ways of understanding assessment and personal variation
At a general level, two contrasting ways of understanding assessment were evident in the data. These two ways of understanding assessment resonated with the conceptual models of assessment discussed. Hence, where appropriate, terms referred to in the literature review have been used to identify the relevant model. However, the analysis also illuminated the existence of both individual and contextual variation as a result of the situations within which assessment was practised.
For example, Charlotte (pseudonym) expressed an assessment for learning understanding, and considered students' experiences and perspectives of assessment throughout. Her understanding appeared complex and multifaceted; in the interview she highlighted a range of tensions and described her understanding as provisional. In the map, she distinguished between three 'purposes' of assessment: 'giving feedback' , 'enabling quality control' and 'awarding degrees' , and two different categories of 'modes': 'formative' vs. 'summative' , and 'sudden death' vs. 'continuous' . These were located at the top of the hierarchy. In the interview, Charlotte highlighted the importance of the purposes of assessment and who assessment is for. She stressed the role of formative assessment and feedback, and regarded good assessment as continual, that is 'happening perhaps little and often all the way through' , and involving peers. She also considered what she called the 'human cost' , namely that assessment can cause considerable stress and anxiety amongst students, and the importance of maintaining student dignity. As a teacher, assessment also informed her as to whether her teaching had been successful.
In contrast, for olaf, students' perspectives featured much less, and his understanding was much more akin to the assessment of learning model. In the interview, olaf focused predominantly on summative assessment and marking, and his understanding of assessment seemed to be based on measurement. Within this model, reliability of measurement was seen as crucial. Therefore, olaf devoted considerable attention to discussing the clarity, explicitness and transparency of assessment requirements. More specifically, he referred to the importance of standards and criteria for summative assessment, which related to an assessment rubric he had developed (the artefact he brought). This was described as allowing him to achieve consistency of marking and providing detailed feedback for summatively assessed work, which he mainly used to justify marks. However, assessment for learning was not absent from olaf's thinking, as his map included both 'assessment for learning' and 'assessment of learning' concept labels, which were discussed in the interview. olaf's map was divided into two parts, with assessment for learning on the left and assessment of learning on the right, and several link lines between the two sides of the map. Assessment for learning and assessment of learning were both linked directly to the concept of 'organisational strategy' . This appeared to be an important concept as seven link lines were used to connect it with various other parts of the map.
Anne also exhibited a varied understanding, which related to different models of assessment and was influenced by what she described in the interview as the 'type of audience' being catered for. one audience was a student group undertaking a professionally accredited undergraduate programme of study; the other was a group of international students on a one-year direct entry programme. She explicitly referred to constructing her entire concept map on the basis of these audiences. each had different assessment practice labels associated with them, and these practice labels were related to quite different concept labels (see Figure 1) , which created a map with two separate parts. on the side that related to the professionally accredited programme the assessment practice was a conventional, closed-book examination, and this linked to concepts such as 'summative assessment' , 'assessment of learning' and 'high stakes' . However, the side of the map that related to the direct entry programme had a practice label that referred to a specific approach to providing formative feedback. In response to difficulties the students faced in doing a project, Anne had designed a practice whereby the students submitted the first part of the project to receive feedback before they completed the second part. This practice was linked to the concepts of 'assessment for learning' , 'formative assessment' and 'low stakes' . There were no link lines between either side of the map.
The analysis showed that contrasting aspects of assessment were represented simultaneously, but that individual participants attributed different emphases and importance to them. Taken together, the map and the interview tended to convey a particular way of thinking about assessment, in which certain facets dominated, but it was difficult to categorise an individual's understanding as adhering exclusively to one specific model of assessment. This may be due to what Boud (2000) has termed the 'double duty' of assessment. Therefore, it should be considered whether binary oppositions using categories such as 'transformational' and 'reproductive' (Postareff et al. 2012 ) do justice to the multiple purposes of assessment, and the resulting complexity of understanding. In addition, the analysis suggests that variation in understanding could be explained by the different practices being used. Individuals did not seem to think about assessment in an abstract way, but in terms of particular situations or assessment-related activities. This echoes the work of Marton and Pong (2005) and McAlpine et al. (2006) .
Alignment between understanding and practice
virtually all participants engaged in practices that were closely aligned with their understandings. Thinking and practice were often so intricately linked that they were difficult to separate. Philip, for instance, reported a formative practice that he termed 'practical self-assessment workshops' , three of which occurred over the course of one module he taught. The workshops were made up of a number of different stations, each with associated cases, prompts and questions, which increased in complexity during the course of the module. Students worked in pairs and spent 10 minutes at each station using a form (one of the artefacts brought along) to reflect on their own performance and the performance of their peer. The form required them to rate their confidence with the task, identify strengths and weaknesses, and develop an action plan to address any weaknesses. Philip's understanding expressed in the map and interview was closely related to this practice. The map excerpt shows that the practice label 'self-assessment workshop' was linked to a number of concepts commonly associated with assessment for learning (Figure 2) .
Within the interview, Philip explicitly referred to the student perspective and expressed an understanding that closely aligned with assessment for learning: The assessment has to be for students. I feel it's got to be meaningful, encouraging, authentic, challenging, and I also feel quite strongly that it should be aligned, students should be clearly able to see where the learning outcomes and the assessment kind of fit together … It's very important that things are clear and transparent for them … Assessment isn't just assessment, it's assessment and feedback, because I think that the two elements are really important.
This understanding was also reflected in Philip's description of the workshops, in that they offered students non-threatening formative opportunities to scaffold their learning and encourage deep learning. His intention was for students to revisit and consolidate their learning from work they had done earlier in the module, by providing structured feedback that could be used to further develop competence and confidence. Such a finding confirms previous research, which has shown a close relationship and consistency between assessment practice and understandings of assessment (Samuelowicz and Bain 2002; Postareff et al. 2012) . our research participants were asked to identify where their practice sat in relation to their understanding on the map, and discuss it as an example of a particular concept or several concepts. It could, therefore, be argued that methodologically this task already presupposed a relationship between understanding and practice. Conceptually, understanding and practice are difficult to separate. In the maps, the colour, not the content and level of concreteness, tended to distinguish concept labels from practice labels, whilst some labels could equally be regarded as denoting either understanding or practice. This is evident in the map excerpt in Figure 2 .
Complexity of assessment practice
In the examples provided by some of the participants, the complexity of their assessment practice was striking. At times the descriptions were so detailed and intricate that it made them difficult to unpick and summarise concisely. Such complexity was particularly evident for those assessment practices that were heavily integrated with teaching, resulting in assessment and instruction being virtually inseparable. This has been conceptualised as a core characteristic of assessment for learning (Wiliam 2011) , as well as a key dimension in which conceptions have been found to vary within empirical research (Watkins, Dahlin, and ekholm 2005) .
esme was a lecturer in initial teacher education and trained students to become teachers in primary education. one of her intricately designed assessment practices was where the students had to work in small groups in order to produce a range of teaching activities, which they then enacted to the rest of the students on the course as if they were their pupils. During and after the delivery of the activity their peers used a sheet to provide anonymous feedback, which included two strengths and an area for improvement. This feedback modelled school teaching practice where teachers provide 'two stars and a wish' when marking pupils' work. At the end of the session, the group who delivered the activity had a 30-minute group discussion facilitated by the tutor. Within the discussion, they self-assessed against the criteria and considered feedback from their peers. The group was encouraged to create development points to support them in producing the activity for a subsequent week.
Such a design provided an example of how formative and summative assessment, peer and tutor feedback, group and self-assessment were all integrated, with the intention to facilitate learning and improvement. In the interview, esme described the dialogic approach she used to facilitate this peer and self-review process in considerable detail. This approach contained many of the characteristics of the practical self-assessment workshops developed by Philip, already discussed. Both represent highly complex practices in the 'spirit' of assessment for learning, which follow a longitudinal design and involve peer, tutor and self-assessment.
other authors have reported understandings of assessment akin to assessment for learning in terms of their focus on students' thinking processes (Postareff et al. 2012) , the integration of assessment and teaching (Watkins, Dahlin, and ekholm 2005) and the role of feedback as a formative tool for challenging and improving student understanding (Samuelowicz and Bain 2002) . However, previous consideration and categorisation of the associated practices has tended to be rather broad and abstract. For example, Postareff et al. (2012) simply refer to 'alternative practices' , and do not consider the finer grained details of such assessment practices. In contrast, the data generated by this study start to shed light on the considerable complexity and attention to detail involved in assessment for learning practices.
Construction of understanding
In some instances, we saw evidence of the construction of individuals' understandings of assessment during the data collection process. This construction came about for individuals in two slightly different ways. The first way was that the dialogic concept mapping itself helped participants to refine, foreground and develop their understanding throughout the process. This was particularly explicit for one participant, Paula. Paula indicated that she had come to realise that reliability and validity were at the heart of her understanding of assessment, and such a view seemed to be foregrounded as a consequence of creating a map and the dialogue about the map. The following interview extract illustrates this:
Something that links all the way through is that … the assessment must be reliable and valid and that then links back … When I look at it as the whole thing now it's probably the most important thing … because it relates to everything, it doesn't matter what you're measuring, it doesn't matter how you're measuring it, it doesn't matter what it's defining, if what you are doing is not reliable and is not valid then the whole thing is shot. And it wasn't the first thing that I thought of by any stage, I was thinking of what you're measuring, how you're measuring it and what you're leading to.
The second way in which individuals constructed their understanding of assessment was that the mapping and dialogic process encouraged them to think about their practice. In itself this appeared to evoke new ways of understanding assessment based upon the practices they were using. This was particularly apparent in Pierre, and the following extract gives insight into a formative activity used in order to develop the students' ability to analyse case studies and oral presentation skills.
They have to bring practical examples in and … every single lecture I do, we look at case studies. I don't actually say to them 'this is for your assessment' , but I get them used to drawing out the information from case studies. So we looked at three different case studies, they all split into twos and threes and … they all came back and they talked about it and told the other group what it was about.
What was of most interest is that this practice had not previously been evident in his concept map or understanding of assessment. As comes through in the extract below, Pierre was actually (re)constructing his understanding in the light of this practice as he spoke and tried to amend his map.
I don't know how to write it, I don't know the right word for it, but it's … whatever I'm gonna assess them on in their assessment I'm building that into every single lecture … I'm sort of not doing it openly 'cos I don't want them to say this is great for your assessment and it's not unconscious. So what is it, just sort of continuing hidden, that doesn't make sense but you know what I mean, hidden development of skills applied in assessment. [Writes on map] . So that would be something like, group work and presentations and analysis of case studies.
As he spoke, Pierre added some concept labels to his map, which provided an insight into the construction of his understanding of assessment. In the absence of a pre-existing concept, Pierre created the label 'continuing "hidden" development of skills' . This new concept was added to the map to form a new proposition regarding what assessment should be, which is depicted in Figure 3 . Therefore, the relationship between understanding and practice appeared to be iterative and multi-directional.
We have already drawn attention to the contested relationships between conceptions and practice, and between professional knowledge and doing. Some studies have confirmed that thinking drives approaches to teaching (Trigwell and Prosser 1996) and assessment (Samuelowicz and Bain 2002) , whilst others argue that practice helps shape conceptions, also with respect to teaching (eley 2006) as well as assessment (offerdahl and Tomanek 2011) . The particular approach taken in the current research helps to illuminate the 'constructedness' of understandings of assessment, their intricate connection to practice and the multi-directionality of the relationship.
Conclusion
The findings indicate that there is considerable variation in the teachers' understandings of assessment, and to a certain extent this confirms prior empirical and theoretical work regarding contrasting understandings of assessment. However, what the present study has unearthed is the complexity of the thinking and practice in relation to assessment. We have shown how understandings are foregrounded, adjusted, shaped or developed, based on the experience of using certain practices and even the concept mapping approach itself. Therefore, a focus on attributing one single conception to an individual may not do justice to the phenomenon under investigation.
It is possible that the presence of multiple understandings may be specific to assessment, and sets it apart from other conceptions held by higher education staff, as found, for example, in research on conceptions of teaching. We would suggest that the neat congruence between the conceptions of teaching and conceptions of assessment, which is implicitly suggested elsewhere (Samuelowicz and Bain 2002; Postareff et al. 2012 ) may not necessarily be appropriate. one reason for this could be the strong regulatory framework within which assessment for certification operates in higher education. This results in differing demands, and the many drivers which staff have to respond to could be responsible for individuals exhibiting multiple, and at times seemingly contradictory, understandings of assessment. Such an argument is related to the 'double duty' of assessment. Boud (2000, 160) argues that 'if we do not pay attention to… [the] multiple purposes of assessment activities we are in danger of inadvertently sabotaging one or more of them' . Hence applying a conceptual change model, as advocated for the development of teaching (e.g. Ho, Watkins, and Kelly 2001) , to the development of assessment practice may not do justice to the double duty of assessment.
The study has also drawn attention to the value of drawing out the complexity of assessment practice. We would argue that it provided a more in-depth insight into individuals' understandings of assessment, and is important for supporting the enhancement of assessment in higher education. Firstly, the data on assessment practice more fully exposed individuals' understanding of assessment by providing clearer meaning in relation to rather abstract concepts, such as formative assessment or assessment for learning. In other words, an individual's understanding of assessment is not purely about knowing or espousing a particular concept, but how it is enacted. This has clear parallels with McAlpine et al. 's (2006) to the 'letter' of assessment for learning. Without some insight into individuals' practices, it is difficult to be sure that the meaning of a particular concept is the same for different individuals. Secondly, as proposed by Wiliam (2011) , if we want to enhance assessment in higher education, we need to gain a better understanding of those practices where assessment and instruction are closely integrated.
The analysis in the current study gives an indication of what assessment for learning is for different individuals in practice. What becomes clear from this analysis is the challenge of intricately weaving assessment for learning into courses in a longitudinal manner. There are, however, obvious limitations with studies that try to gain fine-grained understandings of thinking and practice. As this study illustrates, key issues are convenience sampling, the low numbers of cases and that the data are highly specific to the context, limiting the level to which they are representative more widely. Despite this, we would argue that such approaches are important for fully understanding assessment practice based on empirical evidence, and also highlighting discrepancy between theory and practice. Carless' (2015) study using in-depth observations and interviews with five award-winning teachers is a recent example. Here the design and implementation of assessment tasks were found to be intricate and ingrained in the subject in a similar way to some of the practices in the current investigation, for example, in esme's case. However, the focus on the students' evaluative expertise and student engagement with feedback in the reported practices of our group of participants appeared to be far more varied, both in terms of its presence and nature, than those in Carless (2015) . More studies of this type in a variety of contexts and with a range of participant groups are needed. It is likely that we will start to see commonalities across in-depth studies with small samples, which will allow for translation into different situations to become more credible and support the development of assessment that improves student learning more broadly.
Finally, the current study also makes a methodological contribution. The use of dialogic concept mapping and artefacts has provided an approach that helped research participants to construct and depict a complex, personal understanding of assessment. It could be argued that it has acted as a generative tool that enabled the exploration of the interplay between practical wisdom about assessment and public knowledge, as conceptualised by Boyd and Bloxham (2013) . The approach used in this study has obvious practical implications for academic development in terms of supporting staff to discuss and develop their understandings of assessment and their assessment practices, thus generating professional learning about assessment.
In addition, to date the methods used to investigate understanding of assessment in higher education have been limited in their breadth, and there is the potential for over-simplification by purely relying on participants being able to 'tell you' their understanding. Although, only one of many, concept mapping as an approach has offered a new perspective for this line of research, and as a supplement to interviews has helped us to capture some complex conceptual constructs. It is also important to acknowledge that concept mapping is not without limitations. Fundamentally, it is still a form of self-report and, therefore, in a similar way to interviews, open to communication of espoused theories. Also it is a relatively time-consuming approach, in terms of first guiding participants through the process of producing a map and map construction itself. This highlights the need to further develop methodologies and methods that allow us to research the complexity of understandings of assessment and real-world assessment practices.
Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.
